This study explored the research experiences of postgraduates and determines their relationships with the supervisors" training backgrounds and the student"s psychosocial attributes. A total of 134 higher degree research students from an Australian university were sampled. The Postgraduate Research Experience Survey (PRES) was administered online to gauge the research experiences of the postgraduates. Overall, the respondents" ratings of their experiences in supervision, skill development, and goals of the research project were above average. Infrastructure and intellectual climate, however, were rated as average by the respondents. This study also found that the respondents" research experiences differ according to supervisor"s background and it was related to their psychosocial attributes.
Introduction
The recent trend in higher education policy towards developing human capital and building research capacity places particular emphasis on postgraduate research as the incubator of knowledge-based workforce that will drive a nation"s research and development (R&D) and stimulates economic growth (LERU, 2007; UNESCO, 2007) . As such, it is not surprising that many universities internationally are emphasising the quality of graduate research education provided to their students, particularly in terms of their research experiences. National surveys were implemented, such as in Australia and the UK, to determine the research experiences received by their master and doctoral degree students. In line with this development, many universities are also striving to improve the development of research supervision (Affero Ismail, Norhasni Zainal Abidin, & Aminuddin Hassan, 2011) . Research supervision has become a vital process in the successful of postgraduate studies. In order to ensure the quality of supervision, most universities have some prerequisite requirements that must be fulfilled by an academic staff member before he or she can be allowed to take the role as principal supervisor (advisor) of higher degree by research student. For instance, a principal supervisor needs to possess a degree qualification that is equivalent to, or higher, than the candidate and have been an associate supervisor through to successful completion of a previous candidate. This latter requirement may take several years to achieve, especially where the candidate is part-time. In many cases it would be desirable both for academic staff members and for the university in general to have a speedier way of qualifying. For this reason, Deakin University, where this study was based, implemented a FastTrack Supervisor Training Program is designed to provide an accelerated means of meeting the requirements (Institute of Research Training, 2011) . The program is comprises of a series of training workshops, programs, and specific courses which aim to provide knowledge, skills, and practical experiences on research supervision to academic staff. In addition, academic staff in the program are also required to have significant involvement or experience, whether formal or informal, with prospective or actual higher degree research candidate. With good planning, the Fast-Track program can be completed within a year or less (Institute of Research Training, 2011) .
Apart from the quality of supervision, postgraduates" research experiences may also be influenced by their individual characteristics, such as competency in learning skills and motivation to manage a research project. Since the 1990s, scholars have stressed the importance of learning skills in higher education (Biggs, 2003; Pierce & Lange, 2000; Zimmerman & Paulsen, 1995; Kennett, 1994) . Arguably, such characteristics are also crucial for research students to engage with their studies. Astin (1984) notes that one of the critical factors determining students" involvement in higher education is the amount of psychological energy they devote to their academic experiences. This indicates that motivational beliefs, such as self-efficacy, may be critical in determining students" confidence and motivation to undertake a research. Additionally, the extent of social support that they receive may also affect the experiences during their higher degree research program. These psychosocial factors ought to be taken into account when postgraduates" research experiences are examined. Literature reviews show that limited studies have explored the research experiences of postgraduates according to supervisor"s training background and students" psychosocial attributes. Hence, this study aimed to fill in the literature gap by exploring the research experiences of postgraduates at an Australian university and to compare the supervision experiences of students under "normal" and "fast-track" supervisors. This study also attempted to determine the relationships between postgraduates" research experiences with their self-efficacy, competency in independent learning and social support.
Research design and methodology
The population of this study comprised 1,200 higher degree (Masters and PhD) by research candidates at Deakin University. Clearance was obtained from the University"s human research ethics committee for an email to be sent to these candidates inviting them to participate in the study by completing an online survey during April and May 2011. The Postgraduate Research Experience Survey (PRES 2009) was the underlying instrument used in the survey to gather data on postgraduates" research experiences. It is a valid and reliable measurement which measures students" experiences in (a) supervision (α=0.91), (b) skill development (α=0.82), (c) infrastructure (α=0.82), (d) intellectual climate (α=0.82), and (e) goals and standard of research project (α=0.93). This study found that the overall Cronbach"s alpha value for the 27-item PRES was α=0.91, indicating that it is a highly reliable instrument. PRES is a five-point likert scale with possible responses range from "strongly agree" to "strongly disagree". Minor modification was made to the items in the instrument to adapt to the context and structure of higher degree research programs at the sampled university. For instance, a "not applicable" option was added to cater for students who may find some of the items not applicable, for instance off-campus students and those who may still be early in their candidature. A subscale on thesis examination, which focuses on viva voce, was dropped as it is irrelevant to the Australian higher education context. Three instruments were used to measure the postgraduates" psychological attributes. The Self-Efficacy Subscale (α= 0.83) was employed to gauge their confidence in learning and conducting research independently while the Learning Strategies Subscale (α=0.89) was used to measure their independent learning skills at postgraduate level. Both instruments were adapted from the Motivated Strategies Learning Questionnaire (MSLQ) developed by Pintrich, Smith, Gracia, and McKeachie (1991) . The Social Support Subscale (α=0.77) was adapted from PRES (PRES 2009 ). There were 15 items in total measuring the respondents" psychological attributes in relation to their research activities, for instance, "I am confident in presenting my research proposals" and "I am efficient in managing the time spent on my research project". It is a five-point likert scale with possible responses range from "strongly agree" to "strongly disagree".
A total of 134 postgraduates responded to the survey giving a response rate of 11.2% which is congruent with voluntary online survey response rates (Siikamaki &Wernstedt, 2008; Wernstedt & Hersh, 2006) . Using data provided by the University, the respondents" names were matched to their supervisors" names, this then enabled the number of candidates with "fast track" and "normal" supervisors to be determined. Of the 134 respondents, ten were supervised by "fast track" supervisors, and 124 by "normal" supervisors. Table 1 reveals that the respondents" overall ratings of their experiences in supervision, skill development, and goals of research project were positive. In terms of supervision, seven out of eight items recorded a mean score greater than 4.00. These positive experiences could be attributed to a number of factors, particularly mutual respect during the supervision process, which recorded more than 90% total agreement from the respondents. The majority of the respondents also concurred that their supervisors were able to provide adequate support and feedback. In terms of skill development, the respondents indicated that their experiences in their higher degree research program have enabled them to develop a range of skills, particularly project management skills and analytical skills. The respondents also expressed positive experiences in the goals and standards of their research; more than 80% agreed that they are aware of the required standards for the research project, proposal defence, and the formal monitoring of their research activities. They were less positive about the adequacy of the infrastructure and intellectual climate; these were rated slightly above the mean at 3.77 each, which is congruent with the other national studies in Australia (Australian Graduate Survey, 2009) and in the UK (Hodsdon & Buckley, 2011) .
Findings

Postgraduates' research experience
Aspects where improvement may be required include the provision of technical support, financial support, and computing resources. It should be noted that Deakin University has a significant proportion (approximately 40%) of part-time, off-campus research degree candidates whose infrastructure needs (such as, office space) are quite different from those of full-time on-campus students. Likewise, in terms of intellectual climate, the former candidates" responses to statements such as, "The research ambience in my department or faculty stimulates my work" need to be expected to be less positive or even "not applicable". Notwithstanding this, the findings suggest that it may be worthwhile to develop strategies to enhance departmental research ambience and integration into the department. Note: Respondents who find any of the items not-applicable (e.g., off-campus students or students who are too early in their candidature) might indicate their responses as "Not Applicable". Such responses were not taken into account in the analysis.
Differences in postgraduates' supervision experiences according to supervisors' training background
This study also compared the supervision experiences of postgraduates under "normal" supervisors and "fast track" supervisors. Due to mark differences in sample size between the two categories of respondents, inferential analysis (t-test) was not carried out. Nevertheless, the descriptive statistics in Table 2 suggest that the rating of postgraduates under the "fast track" supervisors were equally good, if not better, than the "normal" supervisors. The findings suggest that supervisors who have undergone the training program have sufficient knowledge and skills to supervise. In addition, the respondents also indicated that the "fast track" supervisors were able to show mutual respect, understand their difficulties, and provide helpful feedback during the supervision processes. This indicates that the Fast-Track Supervisor Training Program is effective for accelerating the preparation of staff to become principal supervisors. 
Postgraduates research experiences and psychosocial attributes
The results of Pearson"s Product Moment Correlational Analysis show that the respondents" research experiences were related to their psychological attributes, particularly skill development. As shown in Table 3 , skill development was significantly and strongly related to independent learning (r=0.53, p < 0.01) and self-efficacy (r=0.51, p < 0.01) (Cohen, 1988) . This suggest that the more competent and confident the respondents are in learning and conducting research independently, the more positive is their experience of skill development. These two psychological attributes were also positively related and goals of research project. In contrast, social support, was only significantly related to the respondents" experiences of intellectual climate (r=0.20, p < 0.05) and their understanding of goals and standards of research projects (r=0.27, p < 0.05). The strength of associations was considered small (Cohen, 1988) .
Overall, the findings provide support that postgraduates" psychological attributes could play a role in influencing their experiences during higher degree research program. The higher their self-efficacy, independent learning, and social support, the more positive are their research experiences. Arguably, postgraduate research candidates who are empowered psychologically may be more proactive in shaping their research experiences during their course of study. Hence, strategic planning can be implemented at the university or school level to enhance postgraduates" learning skills, motivation (e.g., self-efficacy) and social support so that they are more proactive in shaping own research experiences and perceive their research program as more rewarding. 
